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I.

In today’s Gospel reading, Jesus said to Thomas: “Do Not Doubt, but believe.”  And though he said this to Thomas 2000 years ago, every time I hear this reading, and it comes up in the lectionary every year, I find it almost impossible not to hear these words as directed specifically at me.  “Do Not Doubt, but Believe.”  It is probably a bit irrational, but at times I hear these words as if Jesus is challenging my personal relationship to the Risen Christ, the Easter Christ, challenging me about whether my faith in the resurrection is strong enough.  And though I’m pretty sure Jesus meant these words as gentle encouragement from a loving savior to a good disciple, at times they can sound more like a harsh commandment from a stern judge.  “Do Not Doubt, but Believe.”  What do they sound like to you, today?

Perhaps part of why I feel challenged by these words is that there have been times in my life when I have found it hard to say that I believe in the Resurrection.  There have been some Sundays where I have left out a few sentences of the Nicene Creed because I just couldn’t say them with integrity -- when the creedal statements seemed like a memorial to dead symbols that had little power to bring reconciliation and new life into the world today.

I can’t pretend I’ve never had my doubts about the Resurrection, not when I look around the world and see so much fear, so much anger, so much hatred, so much violence repaid with violence, and so little forgiveness.   Not when, day after day, I read in the newspapers stories about peaceful protesters facing arrest and punishment for demonstrations against repressive governments throughout the world;  Not when I see footage of giant ice sheets breaking off Antartica into the sea due to a lack of care for our fragile earth; Not when I read about financial crises that escalate to the point where hard-working bankers lose their retirement savings, and hard working citizens lose their homes.  It may be the liturgical season of Easter, with my hyacinth decorating my office and pastel colors everywhere, but as I walk through my day I see ongoing reminders that for many people, real life is still more like Good Friday.  We Christians have this wonderful symbol of hope in the Resurrection.  But in today’s world, eventually you have to ask, does that symbol still have any flesh and blood at the heart of it – or is it just a myth, a fairy story that I am on the verge of growing out of?  Did this Resurrection really happen?  And does it matter? 

II.

Though I didn’t know it at the time, these were the questions that led me two years ago, to go on pilgrimage to Israel/Palestine.  While I was there I learned a new phrase.  The phrase is: “The site traditionally associated with.”  Every time we visited a holy site like “The tree of Zacchaeus” or “the Mount of Temptation” our guides would begin their talk by saying “This is the site traditionally associated with the Sermon on the Mount…” or some other Gospel account.  I learned that over time different locations picked up their status as Biblical “sites traditionally associated with” at different parts of history, but the earliest sites began being pilgrim destinations only in the 4th century.  That leaves about 300 years of doubt…Could I still believe that the huge rock kept under glass in the Church of the Holy Sepulchure in Jerusalem is really Golgotha, really THE rock on which Christ was crucified? 

We got to that rock in the last days of our two-week pilgrimmage.  Over the course of our time in the Holy Lands we had seen many “sites traditionally associated with” the events of the Christian scriptures.  But we had seen other things too, traveling in a divided land, marked by fear, oppression, anger, and violence.  Fear that I saw in the eyes of just about everyone, Israeli and Palestinian, concerned for their physical safety and terrified of ending up another wounded victim whose death would only lead to more death.  Oppression that I had seen move grown men to tears, over being unable to get family members to hospitals or keep a steady job because of checkpoints and military harrassment.  Anger in the voice of a young Zionist who was fed up with having to live in fear in his own country.  Violence that I had touched in the guns worn by an eighteen year old Israeli solider that casually brushed against me as she checked my passport at a roadblock.  

Amidst this fear, oppression, anger, and violence that I could reach out and touch – I needed the hope that the Resurrection symbolized.  But I also needed faith that violence really could be transformed, because symbols of hope exist to encourage real faith.  But a symbol that is only about the past is dead and has no power.  It can do nothing to offer hope for the future, or inspire faith in the present.  As I stepped up towards the glass-enclosed rock in the church of Holy Sepulchure, squeezed in among tourists, pilgrims, and other visitors, I had my doubts about the power of that symbol – was it a dead symbol, only memorializing a past event with little relevance to the future or the present of this angry, fearful holy land?  

So I touched the glass (you can’t touch the actual rock), and kind of passed on by, and I went to go explore the rest of the church.  The rock may have seemed dead to me, but what I realized as I walked around is that the church was alive.  Eleven different communities of faith use various parts of the church for worship, and that afternoon as Vespers began, several of them held simultaneous services of evening prayer.  There were chants and candles and processions, and elaborate vestments, and incense, and what a moment ago had seemed like a museaum, now seemed alive.  And it struck me that this might be the only church in the world where eleven different faith communities worship together simultaneously, a living expression of peaceful Christian unity in the midst of a lot of violence, and built, literally, upon the rock of Jesus’ wounded body.  This was a living witness to peaceful coexistance, to real flesh and blood reconciliation despite difference and disagreement.  I learned the next day that the residents of Jerusalem actually called this church not, the church of the Holy Sepulchure, but by its other name: the Church of the Resurrection.


Even two years later I think a lot about that day: about reaching out towards the rock of Golgotha to try and touch the body of the wounded Jesus, about wanting to know that he really returned even after such a violent death – and returned not out of desire for revenge, but out of a desire for intimacy and reconciliation.  

III.

I think that my needs that day were not unlike Thomas’ needs in today’s Gospel.  He too wants to reach out and touch Jesus to see if the Crucified one is actually living.  He too wants to know whether God is still alive for him, or whether the time of God among humanity is over.  Only he can decide for himself, and he knows that he has to touch the wounds, validate the suffering, in order to know for sure if the new life he witnessed was real.

Thomas actually appears more than once in John’s Gospel, and today’s lesson is the last of his scenes.  Thomas is the only disciple mentioned by name as having been present with Jesus when he raised Lazarus from the dead, a story we read a few weeks ago.  This is important because it means that in today’s passage, Thomas already knew that resurrections were possible – he had just seen one, performed by Jesus a few weeks earlier.  So when his friends came to him and said “We have seen Jesus and he said to us ‘Peace’ and he breathed on us and sent us the Holy Spirit,” I don’t think Thomas was doubting that Jesus COULD come back from the dead.  I think Thomas was doubting that Jesus WOULD come back.  

Lazarus’ death had been from natural causes, a man who had gotten sick and who, during his illness, was gently nursed by his sisters, Mary and Martha, who took good care of him.  It was natural for him to want to come back and be with them again.  But Jesus?  Jesus was arrested, tortured, bloodied, and executed by those who hated him, and was abandoned and rejected in his sufferings by those who were his friends.  Why on earth would he want anything more to do with the world?  And when the disciples told Thomas not only that Jesus came back, but that he came back offering peace and not violence, offering the gift of forgiveness rather than retribution, I think Thomas found that too much to believe – an impossible dream in a broken world.

But despite his doubt, I think it’s interesting that Thomas knows exactly what he would need to believe in Jesus’ resurrection.  It would not be enough to just see Jesus or to hear his voice or even to touch his face.  Thomas must touch the wounds of Jesus, must be sure that this person preaching peace and being intimate with his disciples once again is the same guy who had really died upon the Cross, abandoned and murdered by the world.  And when he does touch these wounds, he believes in the resurrection, he can feel the transformation of violence into forgiveness, that it can actually happen.  And a result of his belief, he is able to go back to following Jesus.  Thomas finds the strength he needs for his discipleship at the moment when he connects the symbolic meaning of Jesus with a real body in space and time who leads the way. 

Well, what about our discipleship?  Our understanding of Christian symbolism may give us the knowledge of how we ought to be a Christian, but what actually gives us the strength to make the tough choices in our lives as we try to follow Jesus?  Living in the third millennium in New England, you and I can’t touch Jesus’ resurrected body.  Like Thomas, when I try to find the strength to be a forgiving person, I reach out for the body behind the message – hoping for an example and an inspiration to do the hard things.  But towards what should I or any of us reach out?  We no longer have Jesus’ body.  What we do have is the Body of Christ.  And that’s all we have.  We Christians must be for each other in flesh and blood, the body that Jesus was for Thomas.  We must be willing to let each other touch our wounds – we must struggle to let those who hurt us know they have hurt us, and try to offer some measure of forgiveness when possible.  When was the last time you were hurt?  Who has seen those wounds?

Though we can’t touch Jesus’ body like Thomas did, we can touch each other.  We can know that each of us are really alive and embody part of the living spirit of Jesus.  We are wounded by the world, over and over again, and we try walk the way of forgiveness.  On those days when we can touch each other with the intimacy and the honesty that Thomas touched Jesus, we can find in each others’ wounded, broken and forgiving bodies, not just the symbol, but the reality of resurrection and the strength to keep trying to follow Jesus together.  AMEN.

